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THE TABULAR STANDARD IN MASSACHU- 
SETTS HISTORY 

SUMMARY 

First suggestion of tabular standard erroneously credited to theo- 
rists, 417. — Found earlier in Massachusetts history, 419. — In an act 
of 1747, closing the struggle to adjust depreciated bills of credit, 425. — 
New movement starts in the Revolutionary period, 427. — Deprecia- 
tion of bills and rise of prices distress soldiers, 430. — Failing to fix 
prices, States raises pay, 432. — Finally pay is raised in close conformity 
to computed rise of prices, 435. — A tabular standard printed on notes, 
1780, 437. — The determination of the table, 439. — Imperfect admin- 
istration, 441. — Scant returns of official prices, 443. — Notes refunded 
and law repealed, 446. — Adoption of table in other relations, 448. — 
Comment, 449. 

Appendix I, Table of Depreciation, 452; II, President Langdon's 
Account, 454; III, Fac-simile of a Note, 455. 

Accokding to their degrees of care and wisdom 
writers in economics have credited the first suggestion 
of a tabular standard of values to one theorist or 
another. Jevons, whose chapter in his Money and the 
Mechanism of Exchange did as much as anything else to 
make the tabular standard known universally, states 
definitely that " the idea was perhaps derived from the 
ingenious work of Joseph Lowe"; 1 and that it was 
' ' probably invented by him. ' ' 2 Lowe himself mentions 
several earlier writers as having in some measure pre- 
pared the way for him; and to one of these, Sir George 
Shuckburgh Evelyn, 3 Hirst ascribes the earliest mention 
of the scheme. 4 But it is probable that the idea of 

1 Investigations in Currency and Finance, p. 122, n. 

2 Money and the Mechanism of Exchange, p. 329. 

3 Called Sir George Shuckburgh by Lowe and many others. 

* " Thus Evelyn may be regarded as the first writer who definitely proposed a 
tabular standard; while Joseph Lowe ... is the first to lay any considerable stress 
upon its practical value." Palgrave, Dictionary of Political Economy, vol. iii, p. 509. 
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something of the nature of a composite standard or 
measure of values came more or less definitely into the 
minds of a number of thinkers independently. For, 
once it is recognized that money (specie money) is 
variable in value, there is no halting the quest for a 
stable standard in any one commodity. 

It is undeniably true that Lowe 1 developed the idea 
with much the greatest fulness and with the clearest 
understanding of its meaning. But Ricardo faced 
squarely and rejected the proposal to judge the value of 
money by " its relation, not to one, but to the mass of 
commodities." 2 He, of course, was later than Evelyn ; 3 
but Adam Smith himself, in chapter eleven of the first 
book of the Wealth of Nations, refers several times to a 
" set of commodities " as a possible, altho unsatisfac- 
tory, measure of value. 4 It is uncertain to what extent 
Arthur Young 5 and Count Soden 6 ought to be recog- 
nized as among the first to catch the idea of ascertaining 
changes in the value of money by computing the prices 
of a number of commodities; for, as in the cases of Smith 
and Ricardo, so in others, it is not easy to judge how 
fully the idea was developed in the mind of a writer 
who took, as it were, a side glance at it. 

But it is not the purpose of this paper to pass upon the 
relative merits of the score or two of theorists who have 
given attention to tabular standards or to the deter- 
mination of changes in the value of money by reference 

' The Present State of England (1822), pp. 315 ff., 331 ff. 

2 Proposals for an Economical and Secure Currency, 2d ed. (1816), pp. 14 ff. 

3 An Account of Some Endeavours to ascertain a Standard of Weight and Measure. 
Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society, 1798, Part I, p. 176. 

4 " Labour, it must always be remembered, and not any particular commodity or 
set of commodities, is the real measure of the value both of silver and of all other com- 
modities." Nicholson's edition, p. 79; Cannan's edition, vol. i, p. 187. 

5 An Inquiry into the Progressive Value of Money in England, 1811. 

6 National-Oekonomie, 2, pp. 338 ff. 
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to the prices of commodities. I wish to call attention 
to two periods in early American history when the 
essential principle of the tabular standard was embodied 
in legislation; both periods being well before the time of 
any of the theorists * to whom the origin of the idea has 
been traced. Evelyn's paper is the earliest discussion 
in which any clear recognition of a composite standard 
or measure of exchange values has been found. 2 Yet a 
goodly number of years before Evelyn wrote the men of 
Massachusetts had had the same idea; and at two 
distinct times had written it into law. 3 

The general course of Massachusetts experience with 
paper money in the early eighteenth century is well 
known. Public bills of credit were first issued in 1690, 
when the attempt of Sir William Phips upon Quebec 
had failed; and by 1710 depreciation had become great 
enough to attract serious attention. Of the vast 
number of measures taken in the attempt to stay the 
fall of the bills and to prevent or reduce its harmful 
effects only a few need now to be recalled. 

A law of 1712 had, in effect, given the current bills 
full legal tender at face value by providing that an offer 
of them in payment should stay executions; and this 
law was continued in force until October 31, 1741. As 

1 Unless, indeed, Adam Smith be counted among them. 

2 It is perhaps open to question how seriously Evelyn took the scheme. Having 
dealt with the truly worthy topics indicated in his title, he apologizes for lowering the 
dignity of philosophical discussion, and then goes on to develop his plan for combining 
prices. But he is surprisingly crude in it all. 

3 Nobody can see better than I .how very incomplete is the account given in this 
paper. I should not venture to present it, fragmentary as it is, but for the encourage- 
ment and even pressure of colleagues, who lead me to believe that such a provisional 
sketch as my notes could yield might induce somebody else to carry the study further. 

Only two writers, to my knowledge, have mentioned the first case. Andrew 
McFarland Davis refers to it in his Currency and Banking in the Province of Massa- 
chusetts Bay, Part I, p. 195, but very briefly and apparently without catching its 
significance. Felt barely mentions it in his Historical Account of Massachusetts 
Currency, p. 118. Of the later and much more interesting case there are also two notes 
in print, one by Eltweed Pomeroy in the Arena magazine for September, 1897, and the 
other by Frank Parsons in his booklet, Rational Money, 1898, p. 137. 
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the continued and rapid fall of the bills registered itself, 
— most clearly and definitely in the market for silver 
and London exchange, but also generally in the prices 
of commodities and services, — the disturbance and 
injustice increased. 1 A number of attempts were made 
to secure an official determination of the extent of the 
depreciation and to give the bills legal currency at corre- 
spondingly reduced values. In 1727 a bill with such a 
scale of depreciation for the years 1710-27, to be applied 
in the liquidation of debts, was introduced and failed 
of passage. 2 In 1734 a similar bill for ascertaining the 
value of the notes was defeated in the House. 3 But in 
1737 a law was passed 4 which virtually recognized a 
loss of two-thirds value in the bills previously emitted; 
for it put out a new series of bills, the " new tenor," and 
ordained that they should pass at three times the value 
of the others. 

During all the period of paper money in Massa- 
chusetts there were conflicts among the various political 
and industrial classes which it is not easy to describe or 
trace. But the Governor, as the representative of the 
Home Government, was usually on the side of conserva- 
tism in the issue of bills; and with the appointment of 
Shirley as Governor, in the summer of 1741, a new stage 
in the conflict is marked. Early in his administration 

1 A memorial to the Council in the session of 1742-43 recited that since 1712 it had 
been the " uninterrupted practice " of courts to issue judgments at the nominal sums in 
the bills of credit and that the bills had been " continually accepted by the creditor in 
satisfaction of his debt." The same memorial recited further that " the intent and 
expectation of those persons who have from time to time borrowed and lent any sum or 
sums of bills of credit on penal bonds and mortgages (except when the value of the bills 
of credit has been fixed and ascertained) has been to pay and be paid the same nominal 
sum in bills of credit again and to run the risque of their rising and falling in value: and 
the aforesaid practice of the courts, and the said intent and expectation of the parties, 
have had an influence upon all trade and dealing throughout the Province." 

2 Felt, An Historical Account of Massachusetts Currency, p. 83. Davis, Currency 
and Banking in the Province of Massachusetts Bay, Part I, p. 190. 

! Davis, p. 139. 

« Chapter 8 of 1736-37. 
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and under his influence two important currency acts 
were passed. By one * £30,000 of new bills of credit 
were authorized and appropriated to various uses. 
While the nominal basis of the bills remained as before, 
six shillings and eight pence to the ounce of silver, they 
were given a wider legal currency, apparently full legal 
tender; 2 and it was further provided that one shilling 
of this issue should have power to pay " any debt of four 
shillings, 3 heretofore contracted," " specialties and 
express contracts in writing excepted." Taxes were 
laid for sinking the bills ; and in payment of these there 
was provision, as in many former tax laws, for the re- 
ceipt at the treasury of staple products of the Province. 
But, as against the former practice of fixing in the tax 
law itself the rates at which products should be received, 
it was now provided that they should be taken at " such 
moderate rates and prices as the respective general 
assemblies " of 1744, 1745, and 1746 might set. In 
section twenty-two it was provided further that, if these 
general assemblies should not set the prices by June 20 
of their respective years, then a committee of the 
province treasurer and the eldest councillor in each 
county should give a rating. 

Another act of the same session — in fact, the next 
act in the numbered series and passed on the same 
day, — was connected intimately with the foregoing 
as a part of Shirley's monetary reform. It gave the 
bills issued under the former act their legal currency 
until March 31, 1747, rated them at six shillings and 

1 Chapter 11 of 1741-42, passed January 15, 1742. 

2 " This bill of twenty shillings, , . . shall be equal to three ounces of coin'd 
silver, . . . and shall be so accepted in all payments and in ye treasury." 

8 Apparently this rating was based upon previous inquiries. At least twice within a 
year and a half (July 29, 1740, and November 2, 1741) the Council had received reports 
that public bills of exchange were " not more than four hundred per cent." Council 
Records, 10: pp. 408, 549. 
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eight pence to the ounce of silver, and then ordained 
that, if in the future the bills should fall below this value, 
judgments in court should be rendered either in terms 
of silver or in the bills with a due allowance for their 
depreciation. The measure of the depreciation was to 
be the cost of silver and London exchange; and the 
method of determination was to be somewhat like that 
for the rating of commodities for taxes. The duty lay 
first upon the respective general assemblies, for semi- 
annual ratings. In default of action by the general 
assembly, a committee of the eldest councillors as before, 
but without the province treasurer, should act. In 
default of action by the councillors, a committee of five 
" able and sufficient men " were to be appointed by the 
justices of the superior court of judicature. 1 

Shirley claimed much credit for the enactment of 
these two laws, apparently trusting that he had safe- 

1 Both of these acts may be found in their chronological order in the second volume 
of the printed Acts and Resolves of the Province of Massachusetts Bay. They have 
been mentioned by a number of writers. It is apparent that Sumner (History of Ameri- 
can Currency, p. 31) rests Ms statement upon Hutchinson's history of Massachusetts; 
and it is quite evident that Gouge (Short History of Paper Money and Banking in the 
United States, Part II, pp. 19 ff.) and Barry (The History of Massachusetts — Provincial 
Period, p. 135) do so. Hutchinson (History of Massachusetts, 3d ed., 1795, vol. ii, 
p. 360), Felt (Historical Account of Massachusetts Currency, p. Ill), Minot (History of 
Massachusetts, p. 91), and Palfrey (History of New England, vol. v, p. 103) not only 
show no realization of the importance of chapter 12, but fall into some error or confusion 
as to the nature of the legislation. Davis (Currency and Banking in the Province of 
Massachusetts Bay, Part I, chs. 7-9) gives a great many facts, but even he does not see 
the meaning of chapter 12. 

Massachusetts was not alone in legislation of this kind. It is clear, from statements 
made by Davis (p. 327) and Bullock (Essays on the Monetary History of the United 
States, p. 242) and from sources they have revealed that New Hampshire, as might have 
been expected from her close relations with Massachusetts, came to the same legislation 
as Massachusetts, in the same way and in the same year, 1742, and that she had much 
the same experience of very difficult and imperfect enforcement. Davis has shown 
similar legislation in Rhode Island in 1741, 1744, and 1750 (pp. 347, 351) and in Con- 
necticut in 1742 (p. 363). Douglass, writing his Discourse concerning the Currencies 
of the British Plantations in America (1739) suggested an annual determination of the 
value of the province bills by the Governor and Council upon the basis of silver and 
London exchange (Reprint in Economic Studies,vol. ii, p. 345), adding, " Both Carolina's 
have given us a successful Precedent." The schedule of ratings for South Carolina 
for 1700 to 1739 is given as an appendix to volume 9 of the Statutes of South Carolina, 
published in 1841, For a clear indication of a similar policy in North Carolina as early 
as 1729, see Bullock, pp. 129-137, 143-144. For the course of Rhode Island as early 
as 1720, see Phillips, Historical Sketch of the Paper Currency of the American Colonies, 
p. 104. 



TABULAR STANDARD IN MASSACHUSETTS 423 

guarded perfectly the interests of creditors. He held 
that the two laws were " of more service to the country 
than all the acts of assembly that had been made since 
the first emission of bills in the province." 1 It is highly 
probable that his personal and official influence had 
much to do with securing the enactments; but other 
forces were working to the same end. Felt refers to the 
essential provision as one " which had long been on the 
tapis"; and Hutchinson definitely suggests as the 
originator Colonel Stoddard of Northampton. Doug- 
lass was urging it in 1739. It is probable that the idea 
originated independently in the minds of many, as it 
easily might under a currency sinking in value so very 
rapidly. Several attempts had been made to arrange 
a scale of depreciation of the notes for years past; and, 
once the fact and degree of past depreciations estab- 
lished, it was no great step in advance to anticipate 
future depreciations. 

But, if Shirley fancied that his " equity bills," as the 
new bills came to be called, 2 were to end the troubles 
from depreciating currency, he misjudged them. In- 
deed, it is not clear that troubles lessened. For to 
former points of disagreement there was now added the 
question in which of the three possible ways the official 
valuations should be made. Davis shows something 
of the contests between House and Council over this 
matter. 3 Hutchinson's reference to the customary 
lack of firmness in the councillors and to the exceptional 
courage and strength of Mr. Nathaniel Hubbard, 
" eldest counsellor for the county of Bristol," would 
make it clear that the councillors did sometimes act. 

Palfrey's History of New England, quoted by Davis, p. 258, 

2 They were called also " new tenor," the bills of 1737 being now called " middle 
tenor," and those of earlier dates " old tenor." But the old tenor continued to be the 
common measure of values. 

» Pp. 178 ff. 
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But the large number of committee reports to which 
Davis refers 1 and other evidence show that the last was 
the usual method of determination. The general 
assembly, however, asserted its final authority over the 
valuations; and for some years at least it would not 
sanction any finding of depreciation in the " new tenor " 
bills of 1742. By chapter 7 of the laws of 1743-44 the 
legislature set aside a finding of the judges of the supe- 
rior court by committee, reducing the reported price of 
silver from seven shillings and two pence to six shillings 
and eight pence, the nominal parity of the new bills. 
And I have been unable to find any legislative approval 
of any higher rating of silver until August 17, 1744. 
Then, indeed, the assembly approved a rating of seven 
shillings and six pence, made by " John Osborne Esqr 
from the committee appointed to state the value of the 
bills of credit." But this was the first reported rating 
after a law of June, 1744, had provided still another new 
series of bills, " last new tenor," or "new tenor seconds," 
of which the nominal parity was the same as the rating 
of Osborne's committee. December 27 following, the 
same rating by the same committee was again sanc- 
tioned by the general assembly. Davis shows five 
subsequent findings at this same rate, the last being of 
August 8, 1746. Later than this even his intelligent 
industry has revealed no valuations. 

There are, of course, not a few statements which 
bear upon this matter. Felt gives a table of silver 
prices from 1710 to 1752, 2 in. old tenor bills; and, while 
his statistics are without cited authority, they match so 
well with other evidence that they may perhaps be 
accepted. He makes the price run up very rapidly in 

i Massachusetts Archives, 102: pp. 285, 306, 334, 338, 341, 393. Davis gives a 
tabular statement of valuations from 1743 to 1746 (p. 193). 

2 Pp. 83, 135. 
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the late forties, even after the Louisburg ransom was 
reasonably certain to be had and used for the resump- 
tion of a specie currency. His figures run from twenty- 
eight shillings in 1744 to sixty in 1749-52. And these 
match with the terms of the resumption law, 1 by which 
old tenors were to be redeemed at forty-five shillings 
for one piece of eight, and the middle and new tenors 
at eleven shillings and three pence. The piece of eight 
weighed not far from three-quarters of an ounce, 
perhaps from fifteen to seventeen pennyweights. 

But otherwise than through lack of fair ratings the 
law failed to secure all that had been hoped from it. 
Hutchinson states 2 that " unless in debts of long 
standing, which the debtor could not pay without an 
action at law, demand was not ordinarily made for the 
depreciation." And Minot says that " on simple 
contracts, which were by far the most numerous, no 
allowance was made." 3 It is also evident that the 
law could have no effect for debts not running past one 
of the dates of valuation. 

Dissatisfaction with the laws of 1742 continued 
general; 4 and out of this there came an important 
amendment 6 in which the principle of the tabular 
standard is given recognition, perhaps one might say 
full recognition. The motive and character of this 
truly important act cannot be shown more clearly than 
in its preamble and terms. After a reference to the 
earlier act of 1742, for ascertaining the periodic values 
of the " equity bills," it goes on as follows. 

» Chapter 15 of 1748-49. 

» History of Massachusetts, vol. ii, p. 362. 

» Ibid., p. 91. 

• Davis, p. 178; Felt, p. 117. 

« Chapter 12 of the acts of 1747-48, passed September 12, 1747. Felt, who makes 
the briefest possible mention of the act, gives a marginal date, February 3, 1748. 
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and Whereas in the rule by said act prescribed for determining the 
value of such bills, from time to time, for the purpose aforesaid, 
only silver and bills of exchange are made the standard whereby 
said bills are to be estimated in order to the payment of private 
debts to be contracted within the time aforesaid; which rule by 
experience, has been found to be unequal, and not to assure the good 
intention of the said act, inasmuch as the bills of credit being the 
only medium of trade and commerce in this and the other govern- 
ments in New England, their value cannot be truly estimated by the 
prices of any one or two particular commodities or merchandizes, 
such as bills of exchange and silver now are, and have for several 
years past been, within this and the aforesaid other colonies, and 
the prices of which in bills of publick credit have been found liable 
to be very suddenly and immoderately increased by a few persons 
for the sake of serving their own particular trade or interest, whereby 
the bills of credit have often been, to the great grievance of debtors, 
much depreciated with respect to bills of exchange and silver, tho', 
at the same time, they have kept their value with respect to all 
other commodities and merchandizes in this province: now, for 
preventing any future inconvenience which may arise to the debtor 
from estimating the value of bills of credit by comparing them with 
the prices of bills of exchange, and silver, alone, . . . 

[It is enacted] That when any valuation shall be made of the bills of 
publick credit on this province, in pursuance of said act and for the 
purposes therein mentioned, regard shall be had not only to silver 
and bills of exchange, but to the prices of provisions and other 
necessaries of life, and to the difference that may arise from the 
plenty or scarcity of them, or other circumstances which may 
casually occasion the rise or fall of them, at the respective seasons 
wherein such valuations shall be made as aforesaid. 

I have no real knowledge as to the effects of this law. 
That it did not produce great results is shown by the 
continuance of the struggles between debtors and credi- 
tors and of the disagreements about determining the 
depreciations of the bills of credit. But at the most it 
can have had only brief importance. Only two more of 
the semi-annual dates for valuing the bills came around 
before the law for the resumption of a specie currency 
was passed; and the valuations then provided for pur- 
poses of redemption superseded all others. Soon all 
questions of ascertaining the value of a paper currency 
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were done away. Altho Massachusetts issued con- 
siderable amounts of treasury notes in the next twenty- 
five years, they bore interest and were not intended for 
circulation. Nor did they circulate. As soon as 
experience of sound finance had removed the popular 
prejudices against public bills, the treasury notes be- 
came a favored form of investment. 

When the war for independence came on, Massa- 
chusetts felt compelled to turn back with the other 
colonies to the issue of bills of credit. Beginning May 
20, 1775, with a modest emission of £26,000 of legal 
tender notes, she ran rapidly into the hundreds of thou- 
sands; and, when the inevitable depreciation came, she 
suffered with the other colonies the effects of their 
common policy, and struggled with them for escape. 
But no more than in following her course in the first half 
of the century is it here necessary to trace through the 
complications of military, political, industrial, and 
monetary history. All those, except for occasional 
reference, may be left out of account. 

Of course, the depreciation of the bills registered itself 
in a rise of prices. For a long time this rise was faced 
as a result of all sorts of evil practices among commercial 
men, so that many severe statutes were passed against 
" forestalling," " monopoly," " oppression," " extor- 
tion," and other like enormities. And, with all the 
rest, there were many attempts to fix maximum prices 
for staple commodities. 

First and last, from 1776 to 1780, there were some 
eight conferences held at various places for the purpose 
of securing harmonious action among the states in 
the control of prices; and in entering one, the first, of 
these Massachusetts took a step which started her 
again, altho by a different path, toward the tabular 
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standard. Massachusetts long had been accustomed 
to the legal rating of prices; and as soon as the issue of 
paper money had been resumed, she began to consider 
the regulation of the prices of staples. She was, there- 
fore, ready to respond quickly to an invitation of 
Governor Trumbull of Connecticut and send delegates 
to meet in conference with the other New England 
states at Providence in December, 1776. The purpose 
of the conference was to secure a harmonious scale of 
prices for all the New England states; and an agree- 
ment was reached quickly. Convening on Christmas 
Day, the delegates passed to the adoption of figures on 
December 28, and on the last day of the year had com- 
pleted a schedule of rates. 1 Upon most of the goods 
specified the prices were to be the same for all New 
England; but in a few cases lower figures were allowed 
for Connecticut. For some bulky articles, as hay and 
lumber, in which there could be no extensive commerce 
at that time, the conference advised the separate states 
to determine their own rates. 

The Massachusetts delegates reported back to their 
Council on January 4, 1777; and on January 25 the 
schedule of the Providence convention, with some few 
modifications, was carried into a law, the famous "Act 
to Prevent Monopoly and Oppression," chapter 14 of 
1776-77. The articles covered included some fifty 
or more great staples, but in particular food stuffs and 
materials for wearing apparel. 2 The prices, in their 
exact amounts, were to apply to Boston only; and to 
the selectmen of the several towns was assigned the 
task of adjusting local prices " according to the custo- 
mary relation to Boston prices." To the same author- 

1 The work of the conference, as well as its results in later Massachusetts legislation, 
is described in a long note to chapter 6 of the laws of 1777-78 in volume 5 of the 
printed Acts and Resolves of the Province of Massachusetts Bay. 

1 The list, with prices, is given by Felt, pp. 170-173. 
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ity was also entrusted the duty of fixing prices for any 
goods not listed in the act. The only articles which 
demand our attention are " Good Indian meal or corn," 
4s. a bushel; " good merchantable sheeps wool," 2s. a 
pound; " good well fatted grass fed beef," 3d. a pound; 
" stall fed beef, well fatted," 4d. a pound; " tanned 
hides," Is. 3d. a pound. 

But the act did not stand for long. Complaint was 
made at once that the scale of prices was below the costs 
of procuring the goods; and so an act of May 10 allowed 
certain higher figures. Under date of May 14, Gover- 
nor Cooke of Rhode Island sent in a complaint that the 
" Two neighboring states that are powerful " had not 
enforced the terms of the Providence agreement, and 
that " this little state " could not give them effect 
alone. He added that in Rhode Island there " hath 
been an almost intire stop of vending the necessary 
Articles of Life." Similar complaints came also from 
powerful interests within the state. During the sum- 
mer a great deal of attention was given to the schedule 
of prices by the legislature; and two motions to repeal 
the Act against Monopoly and Oppression weredefeated. 
Meanwhile another conference, of New England and 
New York, had convened at Springfield, July 30, to 
consider the acts against monopoly and several other 
related measures of military, commercial, and financial 
policy. The result of this conference was a set of eight 
resolutions; on measures against depreciation, on taxa- 
tion for war purposes, on the prevention of engrossing, 
on freer commercial intercourse among the states, on the 
supplying of the troops, and so forth. In particular, it 
was advised that the acts against monopoly and oppres- 
sion, so far as they involved a fixing of prices, should be 
repealed, because these acts had been inconvenient and 
had better be replaced by other measures. 
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The report of the Massachusetts delegates was pre- 
sented to the Council August 11; and October 13, the 
acts against monopoly and oppression were both re- 
pealed, for the declared reason that they " have been 
very far from answering the salutary purposes for 
which they were intended." 1 And, altho " An Act 
against Monopoly and Forestalling " was passed in 
February, 1779, in deference to the strongly expressed 
wishes of Congress and some of the states, Massa- 
chusetts would not again take what she considered the 
futile action of fixing prices. 

But some important, or at least interesting policies of 
government grew out of these laws, brief tho their 
continuance had been. The hardness with which the 
rapid rise of prices bore upon many classes had been 
recognized early and everywhere. Local and general 
records show many attempts to afford relief. 2 But, for 
reasons not far to seek, the soldiers and their families 
had early been recognized as having peculiar claims for 
consideration and relief. The rise of prices was so 
rapid that in the time between the payment of the man 
in the army and the quickest receipt of his money by his 
family there might be great changes; whereas the 
nature of his service ought to assure him the justest 
treatment. The preamble of the Act against Monopoly 
and Oppression had recited that " exorbitant prices 
dishearten soldiers." 

Early in 1777 the legislature of Rhode Island had 
passed a law that soldiers of that state enlisting into the 

1 Chapter 6 of 1777-78. For interesting records of town action under this act 
against monopoly and oppression see Boston Record Commissioners, 25th Report, p. 
30; and The Old Records of the Town of Fitchburg, Massachusetts (1898), vol. i, pp. 
139-145. 

2 The Selectmen's Minutes of Boston have this entry, under date of June 10, 1778. 
" Voted, that Mr. Peirce who warns Strangers to depart this Town, be allowed in addi- 
tion to his stated Salary of £40 the further Sum of Thirty Pounds in consideration of the 
high price of Provisions &c. to commence from the 1 Inst." 
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continental army should be supplied with the articles 
listed by the Providence conference at the prices then 
agreed upon. The same state had also ordered that 
there should be a committee in each town to supply the 
soldiers' families at the legal rates, upon the deposit 
of the money for purchasing. Precisely this principle, 
or policy, was sanctioned by the Springfield conference 
of July, 1777; and upon a report of the Massachusetts 
delegates to their legislature a law of almost identically 
the same nature was enacted three days before the 
repeal of the monopoly and oppression laws, that is, 
October 10, 1777. 

A further recommendation of the Springfield con- 
ference was embodied in another law of October 13, 
1777. By this act all non-interest bearing bills of credit 
of above one dollar denomination were ordered in by 
January 1, 1778, to be exchanged for six per cent treas- 
ury notes. At the same time an attempt was made to 
take from the bills of credit their legal currency. But 
it was not found practicable to adhere to this policy of 
contraction. Several times the date for calling in the 
bills of credit was postponed. 1 The bills were not only 
allowed to remain out; in effect they were again given 
legal currency. For soon after the new law against 
monopoly and forestalling, it was enacted that Massa- 
chusetts and Continental bills of credit must be accepted 
for merchandise. 2 

And so prices continued to rise, in Massachusetts as 
elsewhere. There was constant discussion and con- 
ference, over embargoes, ratings of prices, and the like; 
but for some time nothing of importance was done in 
Massachusetts. And meanwhile the people were 
suffering from the ever higher prices, the soldiers' fami- 
lies perhaps suffering most. 

' By acts of December 13, 1777; AprU 3, 1778; June 4, 1778. 
' By an act of June 24, 1779, chapter 7 of 1779-80. 
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The resolution of October 10, 1777, for supplying 
soldiers' families in accordance with the scheduled 
prices of the act against monopoly and oppression 
appears to have fallen into disuse. For January 19, 
1779, four Massachusetts battalions petitioned for 
relief. They complained that by the depreciation of 
the bills in which they were paid they were losing seven- 
eighths of their stipulated pay, to the great distress of 
themselves and their families, and they asked for such 
legislation as would assure them their wages in full 
original value. Hereupon a resolution was passed, 
February 6, 1779, again directing the selectmen of the 
towns to provide these soldiers' families with necessaries 
according to the resolution of October 10, 1777, and to 
charge the proper amounts against the soldiers' accounts. 
Certain bounties, in specific amounts, were also granted 
to the field and staff officers. Then followed a general 
declaration that at the close of the war the State would 
make good to the men " the Wages of the Establish- 
ment of Congress whenever they engaged according to 
a late act of this Government entitled, An Act against 
Monopoly and Oppression, taking for a measure of 
their Wages, the Prices set to the articles enumerated 
in the same Act." Very soon thereafter these same 
terms were extended to all the men in the fifteen Massa- 
chusetts battalions. But, as a matter of fact, both the 
men in the field and their families at home continued 
to suffer great hardships. 

But the situation in the year 1779 was such as to 
induce the State to give most serious attention to the 
condition of the troops and to their demands. The 
general military situation was by no means favorable. 
The French alliance had not yet yielded important 
results. The South and many parts of the North were 
overrun by the British. The financial and monetary 
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systems of the states, as of Congress, were at the point 
of collapse. The American troops were in dire want, 
unpaid and scantily supplied, suffering themselves and 
anxious for their families; they were all but discouraged. 
Their patriotism and their human endurance had been 
drawn upon almost to the limit. A good part of the 
men had enlisted for three years, under resolutions of 
Congress and of the State passed in September and 
October, 1776, so that their terms of service were about 
to expire. The main army under Washington was at 
West Point, holding there the control of the Hudson 
which had been secured shortly before by Wayne's 
brilliant capture of Stony Point. The civil govern- 
ment at Boston had frequent reports of the distress 
and unrest among the troops. 

Under such conditions, both Congress * and the State 
were in extreme anxiety as to the maintenance of the 
army. Congress called upon the several states to take 
such measures as would assure the men just pay. At 
once the Massachusetts legislature passed some new 
resolutions, complimenting the troops upon their 
patriotic services and sufferings and offering to all who 
would enlist again to serve throughout the war not only 
the terms of the resolution of February 6, 1779, but 
certain bounties in addition. A committee was named, 
to go at once to the Hudson and arrange each soldier's 
account up to January 1, 1780. Such as would enlist 
to serve throughout the war were to be paid at once; 
those who might leave the service were to be paid " as 
Soon as the Circumstances of the Government will 
admit." 

Arriving at West point, October 15, the committee 
made known to Washington the general terms to be 
offered the Massachusetts troops and found that he 

• See the Journal of Congress, August 17, 1779. 
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" highly approved of the wisdom and justice of the 
Assembly discovered in said resolution and of the mode 
proposed to reinlist this States Quota of ye Army." 
The army was found very destitute, " as near half are 
now barefooted — and a great proportion entirely 
destitute of Hatts, Stockings, or Blankets so indis- 
pensibly necessary especially at this season and in that 
rugged country." Men were deserting in numbers 
and working for the Berkshire farmers at low wages. 1 
There was much strong feeling over the failure of the 
states and of Congress to observe the terms under which 
enlistments had been secured. 

A meeting was assembled of " all the Field Commis- 
sioned and Staff Officers of our Line," for a discussion 
of the situation. A committee of six officers was 
selected who, with the permission of the Government, 
were to proceed to Boston for a closer discussion and an 
adjustment of the soldiers' claims. After the return 
to Boston, a state committee, of seven as finally con- 
stituted November 19, was named to meet with the 
committee from the army. November 20 this com- 
mittee asked the legislature for instructions in various 
problems connected with the reckoning of the accounts. 
November 24 the House passed a resolution of instruc- 
tions, implying a general acceptance of the soldiers' 
claims and urging the speediest possible adjustment. 
During these days and for some considerable time after 
the passage of the act of January 13, 1780, 2 by which 
the State fixed definitely the settlement, there were 
sharp differences between the two committees as to 
terms; but, as most of these have no real connection 
with the tabular standard, they may be passed over. 3 

1 Acts and Resolves of the Province of Massachusetts Bay, vol. v, p. 1285. 

2 Chapter 29 of 1779-80. 

3 The most important disputes were whether bounties received by the soldiers from 
towns, the State, or Congress, were to be charged against their accounts, equally with 
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The main problem, after all, was to determine at just 
what values to reckon the bills in which the troops had 
been paid, more or less and from time to time. It 
stands recorded in a letter to Congress, to which ref- 
erence will be made later, that, in securing re-enlist- 
ments Massachusetts had been " obliged by a principle 
of justice to engage to the officers and soldiers that the 
price of all articles as regulated by an act to prevent 
monopoly and oppression should be adhered to as the 
standard of the values of their pay." But the standard 
now adopted was a much narrower one. There had 
been fifty and more prices rated in the act of 1777; but 
four only were selected now for measuring the rate of 
depreciation of the current money which had been paid 
during the period from January 1, 1777, to January 1, 
1780, " It being Calculated upon an Average of the 
rates of Depreciation as Computed by the prices of 
Beef, Indian Corn, Sheeps Wool and sole Leather they 
being the Articles agreed upon by this Court and the 
Committee of the Army to make the said Calcula- 
tions upon." 1 Beef was taken at the average of the 
two prices stated in 1777, that is at 3| pence. The 
original prices of the four staples were taken as stand- 
ards, at unity; and with each were compared the later 
higher prices of the same four staples, month by month 
for the even three years. 2 What was called a " rate of 

wages, and whether money paid in the depreciating bills should be reckoned at a value 
ascertained for the date of payment or for the earlier date when it had become due. 
Had it not been for the House resolution of November 24, expressly directing that all 
bounties, town, state, or continental, should be considered as extra payments and so 
left out of the account, there might, perhaps, have been something to say for the 
Government's insistence upon counting in the bounties. But it is amazing that honest 
and intelligent statesmen should have insisted upon charging the poor soldiers with their 
pay in the fast falling bills at the value these had when the pay became due, altho in 
many cases payment had not been made till long after, and in the interval the bills had 
lost much of their earlier value. 

1 Court Records, 40: p. 248. January 12, 1780. 

3 This " Table of Depreciation " is printed as Appendix I to this article. It is also 
to be found, with only a few literal and verbal alterations from the original, in Felt, 
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depreciation " was thus secured for each commodity, 
altho it might better have been called a " rise of price " ; 
and the " mean rate of depreciation " was ascertained 
by simply averaging the successive individual rates, 
month by month. 

The resulting calculations were simple. They showed 
that prices, average prices for the four commodities on 
January 1, 1780, must be taken at thirty-two and a 
half times the figures for January 1, 1777. This, of 
course, showed the present value of current bills, by 
the accepted commodity standard; and so the balances 
due the soldiers were to be paid them in correspondingly 
increased amounts above their stipulated wages. The 
terms of settlement thus agreed upon were embodied 
in an act of January 13, 1780, entitled, " An Act to 
provide for the Security and Payment of the Balances 
that may appear to be due by Virtue of a Resolution 
of the General Assembly of the sixth of February, 
One Thousand Seven Hundred and Seventy-nine, to 
this States Quota of the Continental Army, agreeable 
to the Recommendation of Congress, and for Supply- 
ing the Treasury with a Sum of Money for that Pur- 
pose." Officers and men enlisting for the rest of the 
war were to be paid in four equal interest-bearing notes 
due March 1, 1781, 1782, 1783, and 1784. Those 
refusing to serve through the war were to be paid in 
similar notes due in 1785, 1786, 1787, and 1788. Plans 
were indicated (section 7) for future payments in similar 
paper; and taxes were laid for sinking the notes, 
£1,000,000 a year for eight years, unless the State 
should sooner provide for payment. 

p. 186. It may be found, in the original, with a great many other tables prepared at the 
same time, in Massachusetts Archives, 140: pp. 218-244. But none of the other tables 
are of much significance. Most of them are, as it were, " ready-reckoners," based 
upon the fundamental table and designed to show at a glance the accepted value of 20s. 
of bills at any desired month, or the correspondingly higher values of given larger sums. 
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But the unique nature of the law and of the notes to 
be issued appears in the fact that, altho balances were 
computed and notes were to be issued for certain sums, 
these sums were only nominal, or provisional; while 
payments were to be made in more or less, according 
to the future range of prices, as registered in the quota- 
tions for the accepted four staples. 

Both Principal and Interest to be paid in the then current Money 
of said State, in a greater or less Sum, according as Five Bushels of 
Corn, Sixty-eight Pounds and four-seventh Parts of a Pound of 
Beef, Ten Pounds of Sheeps Wool, and Sixteen Pounds of Sole 
Leather shall then cost, more or less than One Hundred and Thirty 
Pounds current Money, at the then current prices of the said Arti- 
cles. — This Sum being Thirty-two Times and an Half what the 
same Quantities of the same Articles would cost at the Prices affixed 
to them in a Law of this State made in the Year of our Lord One 
Thousand Seven Hundred and Seventy-seven, intitled, " An Act to 
Prevent Monopoly and Oppression." The current Prices of said 
Articles, and the consequent Value of every Pound of the Sum 
herein promised, to be determined agreeable to a Law of this State, 
intitled, " An Act to provide for the Security and Payment of the 
Balances that may appear to be due by Virtue of a Resolution of 
the General Assembly of the sixth of February, One Thousand 
Seven Hundred and Seventy-nine, to this State's Quota of the Con- 
tinental Army, agreeable to the Recommendation of Congress, and 
for Supplying the Treasury with a Sum of Money for that Purpose." 

So runs the face of the notes. 

A committee of prominent citizens was named as 
county Agents * to keep account of prices " according 
to the best of their judgments," collecting every month 
" upon an average for the whole month." The last 
Tuesday in August and the third Tuesday in February 
these Agents were to report under oath to the Secretary 
of the State, each for his own county, " upon a medium 

1 Richard Cranch, Esq., in Suffolk; Stephen Choate, Esq., in Essex; Simon Stow, 
Esq., in Middlesex; Justin Ely, Esq., in Hampshire; John Turner, Esq., in Plymouth, 
Mr. Micah Blackwell in Barnstable; James Williams, Esq., in Bristol; Seth Washburn; 
Esq., in Worcester; Capt. Joseph Sewell in York; Mr. Thomas Child in Cumberland; 
Thomas Rice, Esq., in Lincoln; Asa Bemont in Berkshire. 
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taking the county together." " And the justices of the 
superior court, as also the committee of the general 
court who may hereafter be appointed to settle with the 
army for future service, shall have recourse to said 
reports in order to assist them in their calculations." 

Having determined in this way a settlement with the 
troops, the General Assembly at once adopted a form 
of letter to the President of Congress, stating and 
explaining the action of Massachusetts, enclosing papers 
covering the case, and calling upon the Continental 
Government for such accounts as would be needed in 
ascertaining balances. 1 In other ways, too, the state 
showed its understanding of the very serious nature of 
the business in hand. To Congress the action was 
described as that " without which there was no pros- 
pect of reinlisting the army." Altho the state showed 
great firmness, perhaps greater firmness than justice, in 
refusing to concede anything to the army's urgent 
requests for certain better terms, it did show, too, much 
eagerness to have a speedy adjustment upon the basis 
fixed. The committee for settling with the army was 
urged more than once to expedite the settlement; and 
the very next day after the underlying law was enacted, 
the Assembly authorized quick payments of half the 
balances, as nearly as these could be computed at once. 

In so far as Massachusetts in 1780 merely recognized 
a definite scale of depreciation for current paper money, 
and then settled with her troops according to this scale, 
there was nothing very notable about her action. All 
through the century, and in a considerable part of the 
colonies, legislatures or higher courts had determined 
legal ratings for bills of credit. And in the later Revo- 
lutionary period this custom had become universal. 2 

1 These documents are to be found in Court Records, 40: pp. 258-260. January 
12, 1780. 

> Peletiah Webster, Political Essays, pp. 309, 501-502. 
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For the most part these scales were either identical 
with that adopted by Congress in connection with the 
Forty-for-one Act of March 18, 1780, or very closely 
similar to it. And, while the utility and need of such 
scales were recognized in general private relations and 
in transactions in the public debt, yet it may be said, 
perhaps, that it was in adjusting soldiers' accounts that 
the most important use of the scales was found. 

Nor in carrying the recognition of depreciations into 
the future and making advanced preparations for them 
is there anything unique in the Massachusetts legisla- 
tion of this year. Not only in other states before and 
at this time, but in Congress as well, 1 this same principle 
was established. More than thirty years before, too, 
the legislature of the same jurisdiction had declared in 
general terms that depreciations of current bills ought 
to be measured by the prices of commodities. 

But in her present adoption of a definite compound 
commodity basis or standard of values Massachusetts 
did, probably, in 1780 take action without precedent. 
The tabular standard as adopted is, to be sure, not very 
broad or complicated. Only four commodities were 
chosen, altho they must be recognized as chosen excel- 
lently for the time and for the relations involved. Each 
of the four was given the same weight. Of each as 
much was taken as, at the basic prices of 1777, would 
cost twenty shillings. There is nothing to show — if 
reasons are needed — why these four articles were 
chosen, to the exclusion of certain others listed in the act 
to prevent monopoly and oppression; nor is there 
anything to show where or how the price data were 
secured. 

The table of prices is obviously a crudely prepared 
one, as was inevitable in view of all the circumstances 

1 Journals of Congress, April 10, 1780. 
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of its hurried preparation. In several instances the 
prices are doubled, or more than doubled, from one 
month to the next, then perhaps stand unchanged for 
several or many months. In a general way, too, it 
looks as if the prices had been taken with a view to their 
yielding handy " rates of depreciation," as if the arith- 
meticians of the committees were not altogether at ease 
with long problems in fractions. One might even sus- 
pect that the prices were brought in by different persons, 
and that the beef man was more industrious or more 
clever at figures than the others. Note that in the 
column for beef there are only four rates of depreciation 
in integers, while the thirty-three others run out to 
three decimal places each, and not very accurately at 
that. But in the columns for the three other com- 
modities there are seventy-eight integral rates of depre- 
ciation, as against thirty-three decimal fractions, with 
none of these except in even halves or quarters. 

Thus the tabular standard was adopted. But of its 
practical working extremely little is known. I have 
seen but two brief references to the notes, those of 
Pomeroy and Parsons mentioned above. 1 But it is 
entirely certain that these notes, commonly called 
" depreciation notes " or " soldiers' depreciation notes," 
were familiar and important in Massachusetts life for a 
number of years. 2 There are some scores of acts and 
resolves with reference to them in the printed legislative 
records of the state; and there are some hundreds of 
documents bearing upon them, their origin or working, 
among the manuscripts of the Massachusetts Archives. 

' See note to p. 419, supra. 

2 These must not be confused with the " army notes," which were in origin and in 
general character somewhat like the depreciation notes. The army notes were issued, 
under authority of an act of July 5, 1781, in payment of soldiers' wages and depreciation 
of wages, and in a series of three equal notes, due January 1, 1784, 1785, and, 1786; but 
they lacked the essential feature of having their redemption values dependent upon the 
future course of prices. 
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One large class of measures touching the notes calls 
for no more than passing mention. Again and again 
for at least two years after January, 1780, acts were 
passed extending the issue of the notes to additional 
individuals or classes, as to branches of the service. 
One of the most important of these, on May 1, 1781, 
allowed depreciation notes to all commissioned officers 
discharged honorably since December 1, 1777. 

There are also many records of action of a purely 
formal nature, continuing, increasing and reducing 
the committee in charge of the business, authorizing 
the employment of printers and clerks, auditing the 
charges of the committee for its own services, 1 directing 
the purchase of fuel for winter use, and so on, all this 
perhaps of some curious interest to the antiquarian, 
but of significance here only as showing that the depre- 
ciation notes and their administration had the regular 
attention of the authorities. 

But a number of facts of real significance can be 
gleaned from the printed and manuscript records. The 
notes were issued in large amounts. Just how large 
cannot be known, except perhaps by an examination 
of the Treasurer's books for the time; and at his death 
his books were found in some confusion. The original 
act authorizing the issue provided £8,000,000 of taxes 
for sinking it. Two specimen notes of which I know 
are numbered 5,782 and 6,386. One single note issued 
to a captain for £2,400 is extant; and this, be it remem- 
bered, must be presumed to have been one of four to the 
same man. And such figures indicate very considerable 
sums, even tho there was a great inflation and deprecia- 
tion admitted in their issue, and the pounds were New 
England currency, not the higher British sterling. 
The most direct evidence available as to the real amount 

1 At £12 a day each, so that by May 6, 1780, £7, 278 had been paid. 
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out comes from a paper issued to the people by the 
General Court, February 26, 1781, a " budget address," 
as it might be considered. Here there appears, among 
the obligations of the year " interest on the deprecia- 
tion notes and such of them as become due in a few 
days, £95,000 " specie value. This means $316,667 of 
solid money. As the notes bore six per cent interest, 
it would be easy to compute the eight annual principals 
at £64,190 each, if only it were certain that the eight 
were equal; and this would mean an aggregate principal 
of about $1,711,800. As this total depends upon an 
equality between the sums paid to soldiers who re-en- 
listed and those who refused, it is not to be taken as even 
probably correct. But it is certain that large amounts 
of the notes were issued. 

Many evidences there are that the notes were not 
paid regularly at maturity. In fact in no single year 
were the necessary computations of value made by 
March 1, the day set for payment. 1 Not a few individ- 
ual petitions for the payment of over-due notes were 
received by the General Assembly, some of them very 
pathetic in their terms. 2 But more significant even 
than these is the implication of an act of February 14, 
1782, which directed that the depreciation notes due 
" last March " should be paid out of the last tax for 
such men as were in actual service. 3 

Aside from actual payment, more or less grudging, 4 
other means of liquidating were adopted. The notes 
were received in payment for the confiscated estates of 
"absentees"; a limited acceptance of them by tax 

1 See below, p. 444. 

2 Massachusetts Archives, 187: pp. 402, 411; 235: p. 150; 236: pp. 436-438. See 
also acts of March 26 and May 1, 1782. 

3 Massachusetts Archives, 235: p. 226. 

4 Ibid., 235: pp. 148-150. 
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collectors was sometimes allowed; and once at least, 
February 17, 1781, their conversion into Treasury 
Notes was authorized. On the other hand, an act of 
October 20, 1781, with reference to a loan of £800,000, 
allowed it to be made in any government security at 
current values by the scale of depreciation, except only 
the notes " called the Soldiers' Depreciation Notes." 

The notes did not find use as currency; they could 
not. Payable to order, drawn in odd amounts, and 
bearing interest, liable also to be raised or lowered by 
the annual valuations, they were very ill adapted to 
anything like monetary use. Altho transfer was not 
unknown, it was not always allowed. An act of 
March 19, 1781, required claimants for payment to 
submit proof that they were the original recipients. 
Perhaps some justification for such strictness of proce- 
dure may be found in the fact that officers had not 
always been above drawing the notes of their men upon 
forged orders 1 and that others had been guilty of sharp 
practices upon the ignorance of beneficiaries. 2 

The history of the notes, in the way of their regular 
administration, is not to be traced with any approach 
to fulness. The original plan of administration was 
supplemented by a resolve of the General Assembly on 
May 5, 1780, calling upon the selectmen to collect the 
prices for their respective towns and forward them to 
their county agents at the appropriate semi-annual 
dates, in February and August. But these town and 
county reports were sent in but scantily. 3 At the end 

1 Massachusetts Archives, 233: p. 119. 

» Ibid., 235: pp. 323, 329. 

» But see, e. g., 25th Report of Boston Record Commissioners, pp. 129, 160, 223. 
Under date of February 14, 1781: " A Return of the prises of Indian Corn, Beef, Sheeps 
Wool & Sole Leather, agreeable to the requirement of the General Assembly was given 
in to Mr. Cranch & others a Committee of the Court as p Copy on file." And for 
September 4, 1783: " The Selectmen gave in to the Committee of Court the average 
prioe of Corn Beef &c. as p Copy of the Return on file dated Aug. 14, 1783 . . " 
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of the first year the justices addressed a letter to the 
General Assembly stating that " they do not find any 
Returns made for the Countys of Suffolk, Middlesex,. 
Essex, Hampshire, Plymouth, Barnsable or Cumber- 
land — and but one Return made that extends to the 
month of February." 1 Whereupon the General As- 
sembly on February 28, the day before interest and the 
first year's principal were due, directed the justices to 
liquidate the notes by reference to the prices which had 
been returned, " taking into consideration at the same 
time whatever certain information they may be able 
to obtain from those parts of the state from whence no 
returns are made." 

Straightway, on March 2, the legislature attempted 
to secure better returns. It appealed both to the select- 
men and to the county agents, but to no effect. For the 
next March the justices reported still scantier data, 
informing Samuel Adams, president of the Council, 
that " upon calling on the Secretary for these docu- 
ments, we find Returns from the Counties of Middle- 
sex, Worcester, and Plymouth only." 2 And again 
the legislature orders the same procedure as before. 
And so it continued. Soon after a recurrence of the 
same conditions in 1783 had led to the same orders to 
the justices, 3 the General Assembly showed something 
like vexation. The resolutions as framed in the House 
threatened negligent officials with the " displeasure of 
this Court," and, altho this threat was cut out in the 
Council, the two houses agreed upon some very explicit 
directions for selectmen and county agents and ordered 
these advertised in " Willis's Paper " for three succes- 
sive weeks semi-annually. But nothing better came 

i Massachusetts Archives, 231: pp. 388-389. 
2 Ibid., 236: p. 23. 
• Ibid., 239: p. 126. 
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of all this; 1 and each year as long as the notes continued 
out the legislature felt constrained to order the valua- 
tions made upon whatever scant data might be at 
hand. 2 The resolve of 1785 recited that returns had 
come in from only five of the counties; and both in 
1785 and in 1786 the justices were directed to determine 
the values of the notes " from such returns as they have 
received, and their own judgment in the premises." 

Of the actual valuations by the justices I have found 
but one. Under date of March 6, 1781, four justices 
of the " Supream Judicial Court " filed, in duplicate, 
a certificate of the prices found for the four staples, as 
follows. Indian Corn, £15-15-6f a bushel; Sheeps 
Wool, £8-4-£ a pound; Sole Leather, £6-10-21 a 
pound; Beef, £l-8-9f a pound. 3 These, of course, 
were the prices in the old emissions of paper; altho 
it was well toward a year now since Massachusetts had 
undertaken to comply with the recommendation of 
Congress and replace these old bills with interest- 
bearing treasury notes. 4 At these established prices, 
the amounts of the four staples specified on the face 
of the depreciation notes would cost £363-16-911. 
Under the terms of the law of January 13, 1780, each 
pound of face value in the notes must, therefore, be 
counted as just a little under 2.8 pounds in the current 
old bills; and this meant 1.4 shillings of the new emis- 
sion. 5 The justices did not, however, announce either 

1 The Secretary was charged with the duty of advertising these directions; but I can 
find only once when they were really advertised, Independent Chronicle, July 24, 1783, 
p. 2, col. 3. 

* February 28, 1781; March 8, 1782; March 7, 1783; March 12, 1784; March 15, 
1785; March 21, 1786. 

3 Massachusetts Archives, 142: p. 310. 

4 It was not, however, until July 6, 1781, that an act was passed depriving the old 
bills of legal currency and relieving the justices of the supreme court from the duty of 
valuing them. 

'By a finding under another law these same justices had, on February 27, 1781, 
valued the new emission at forty times the old. At the same time they valued the old 
notes at seventy-five for one of silver. Independent Chronicle, March 8, 1781, p. 1. 
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of these relations, as the law would require, but they did 
announce that each pound of face value of the notes 
was to be counted as equal to 9| pence " silver money." 
In view of the specific directions given the justices 
by the legislature in each of the five years following, 
it is pretty certain that the later determinations were 
made; but I have been able to find none. A consider- 
able amount of search in the Massachusetts Archives 
and in the Boston Court House has revealed not a 
trace. And yet it is probable that in one of these places, 
or somewhere else, perhaps in the Treasurer's office, 
the record might be found. 

In a broad and general way, however, the history of 
the notes may be traced to their end. They continued 
for some years to be an object of value to their possessors 
and an object of some concern to government; but they 
were eliminated before the lapse of the full period of 
eight years indicated for their life at the time of their 
first issue. 

As early as May 5, 1780, when Congress had admitted 
the collapse of the continental currency, and when the 
states were coming into the same course, Massachusetts 
had begun the readj ustment of her obligations. There- 
after she continued this policy as rapidly as conditions 
would permit. The old state bills of credit, as well 
as the continental bills, were deprived of their legal 
currency, and the former were ordered retired. As 
soon as the successful ending of the war was fully 
assured, even before the final treaty of peace, the legisla- 
ture was pushing earnestly this readjustment of the 
outstanding securities, the " consolidation," as it was 
called, in a series of acts running well through the eigh- 
ties. Especially great was the activity in the year 
1782. In October the General Court received a long 
report from a committee of both houses, with a number 
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of suggestions as to general economy and a reduction 
of the public charges. And on October 3, Mr. Bartlett, 
Captain Curtis, and Ebenezer Bridge, Esq., were 
named as a committee " to fix the values of notes given 
to the officers and soldiers of the army for the deprecia- 
tion of their wages in order for their being consoli- 
dated." The sanction of both houses was secured for 
their report October 24. The amount of the new specie 
securities to be allowed for each twenty shillings of the 
old notes was as follows. The notes payable in March, 
1783, 7fd.; payable in 1784, 7d.; 1785, 6*d.; 1786, 
6d.; 1787, 5§d.; 1788, Sid. 1 A general premium of 
four per cent was allowed in consolidating all securities 
until July 8, 1786; and the consolidation went on 
rapidly. November 14, 1786, the legislature issued an 
" Address to the People," chiefly a budget statement, 
in which the " consolidated notes " stand at £1,381,- 
657-18-10, and the depreciation notes do not appear as 
a separate item. And, in fact, just one week before the 
date of this address an act had been passed which 
definitely marked the end of the depreciation notes, 
at least as embodying any tabular standard of values. 

I am unable to find any documents explaining the 
act, or throwing any more light upon it than comes from 
its own terms. Perhaps no more is needed. The act is 
brief enough to be quoted in full : 

Resolve Discharging Agents Appointed to Ascertain the Value 
of Sheep's Wool, Sole Leather &c to Determine the Value of Certain 
Notes. 

Whereas it is altogether unnecessary that the Committee, or 
Agents, appointed for collecting and ascertaining the value of the 
several articles specified in the Notes issued for the pay of the late 
Continental Army, commonly called depreciation Notes, be any 
longer continued in Office. 

1 Massachusetts Archives, 237: pp. 477, 477$. Neither these numbers in the 
volumes of the archives nor the manuscript files yield any explanation as to how these 
valuations were reached, or, in fact, any additional information as to this very impor- 
tant conversion. 
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Therefore, Resolved that they be, and hereby are discharged 
from acting in said office from and after the first day of December 
next. 

It is by no means impossible that a story of similar 
monetary or financial policy may lie hidden in the 
records of other states whose early histories have not 
been studied as much as the history of Massachusetts. 
There certainly was no little endeavor for harmonious 
action among the New England states in many matters 
of financial policy. And, in March, 1780, Governor 
Clinton of New York wrote to the president of the 
Massachusetts Council, asking for information as to 
what Massachusetts had done about making good the 
soldiers' depreciation of pay. 1 He stated that New 
York had been considering the problem but had de- 
cided to wait for information, with a view to harmoni- 
ous action among the states " being sollicitous that the 
Business may be conducted, particularly with Respect 
to the Allowances to be made to the Troops, as nearly 
as possible upon one uniform System throughout the 
whole." Papers showing what had been done were at 
once forwarded to Albany. 

In Massachusetts the tabular standard was put to 
some use other than that contemplated in the law. 
Under date of October 3, 1780, the House of Represen- 
tatives resolved to pay the " Revnd Doctr Samuel 
Langdon " the sum of £497 10s. " in the new money for 
& in consideration of his faithfull Discharge of the 
office of President of Harvard College & to enable him 
to remove his Family & Effects." The resolution, 
which was duly approved, was passed as a result of a 
" Memorial of the Committee of the Overseers of 
Harvard College Setting forth that the Revrd Doctr 
Langdon has resigned the President's Chair in Said 

* Massachusetts Archives, 202: p. 131. 
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College that his faithful attention to the duties of that 
office the Inadequate reward he has hitherto Received 
and his domestick Circumstances merit the attention of 
the Court." 

Accompanying papers show that the sum asked and 
paid was the balance found due on his stipulated salary 
by applying the soldiers' depreciation scale to the vari- 
ous sums of paper money he had received from time to 
time. Indeed, it is stated plainly that the " computa- 
tion is made by a Table of Depreciation prepared by a 
Committee of the General Court for settling the Pay of 
the Soldiers, as far as June, 1779, For February and 
May, 1780 it is continued on the same principles." 
There is a formal bill showing the sums due at different 
times and the sums paid, both in their nominal values 
and in their true values according to the scale of depre- 
ciation. A copy of this bill is printed in the appendix. 
It is receipted as paid, " errors excepted," in the same 
hand as made it out. 

For the greater part, the appropriate comment upon 
these Massachusetts experiments, if such they may be 
called, will come naturally into the minds of readers of 
this Journal. It is clear that there was no conscious 
purpose in the minds of the Massachusetts men, in 
either period, to establish an ideal standard of values, or 
indeed anything better than gold or silver. It was 
rather their hope simply to fix upon a standard which 
should be more just, or more expedient, than the widely 
fluctuating paper of their times. In 1747, in fact, the 
reason for measuring by commodities rather than by 
silver or London exchange was stated plainly to be that 
the prices of silver and exchange were moved or rigged 
for the gain of interested parties. 

The full history of these Massachusetts experiences, 
if it could be known, would doubtless prove, what is 
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fairly clear even now, that the essential quality, or 
nature, or service, of a tabular standard was understood 
by the Massachusetts men. And it is beyond doubt 
that they came to it by no great feats of statesmanship 
or of speculative thought, but with perfect naturalness, 
almost inevitably under the conditions under which 
they found themselves. The bills of 1780 must be 
considered as an independent development without any 
connection with the earlier experience. The very 
special and peculiar origin of the bills warrants that 
conclusion, notwithstanding the fact that the dates 
for the semi-annual returns, February and August, 
were the same in both periods. 

While, perhaps, the very moderate success of the 
tabular standard in early Massachusetts cannot be 
taken as full proof that more careful preparation and 
administration would fail to make the measure practi- 
cable in the present age, yet it must be admitted, at 
the very least, that it gives no great encouragement. 
In the administration of public securities, such as the 
depreciation notes were, it is likely that a simple table 
of reference might be prepared and administered now 
in such way as to preserve in the securities a more stable 
value than gold bonds will have. But, when it comes 
to the question of a tabular standard for use in the wide 
range of commerce and industry, the situation is vastly 
different. Here nothing is tolerable that is not much 
more complex than the Massachusetts table and is not 
administered with much more precision. Nowadays 
it would be quite intolerable to entrust valuations to 
any body of men upon the basis of " whatever certain 
information they may be able to obtain," much less 
upon " their own judgment in the premises." 

Of notes issued in such quantities there should be 
many still in existence. But I have had no information 
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of more than five. Years ago Dr. E. Benjamin An- 
drews gave me a/ac simile of one, the source of which, 
as I remember it, he did not know. Major Henry Winn 
of Boston had one, which was used in reduced fac simile 
to illustrate the article by Eltweed Pomeroy, to which 
reference has already been made. Some ten years ago 
a framed specimen could be seen, among other mis- 
cellaneous curios, in Pitcher's liquor store in Boston. 
And, at about that same time, I seized upon two which 
were offered by a Boston dealer as specimens of Paul 
Revere's engraving. One of mine is reproduced, in 
exact size, in Appendix III. 

Willard C. Fisher. 

MlDDLETOWN, CONN. 
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IN Behalf «f tfce Suit a &8&tWttU*W, I fitt SufefcriWr do hereby pr«h1 
to?«7 »«• j£w'?i.£^ //&j&*''?4JH*7' „ t0 Mi Order, 
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Value of every Pound of the Su w herein ptomifed, to be determined agreeable to a 
meat of the Bilaaccs that mij appear to be due by Virraeof a Refolntioaol the G? 
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>IX III 

DEPRECIATION NOTE OF 1780 
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Tie First Day if January, A. D. i 

■ ,.y » ■■'■■ ■■ * 

feaud oblige Myftlf aad Suceirtbri ia the Office •f_T*i*»*AH of CiH Stat*, 



the Sum of 






the Year of tisr Lord On« Thoufaad Sere* Hundred and ^^&?&^fz?Z*'sr r 
in the then current Money of laid Stat i, in a greater or Jen SvM^ccordinras 
ftfrTnPoaEaf of smstPS IVCfOL, tadliucM Pounda of 5011" LEATHER 
,« the then current Prices of ftid AtTiCLis— Th« Svm being Tmm t»» 
t the Prices affixed to them ia a Law of th« Stat» made ia. the Year of our Lori 
ionoptly and Qpprefion" The current Prices of faid Articles, »t*d the coafeqoent 
E>W of this State, intitled, «• A»* ACT to ; prorid« for theStcnrity and Pay- 
HBtAit. Aissmbly of the Sixth of Fctruery One Thoufand Seven Hundred and 
W the Ke*oafta«ndaaoa of C O N G K £ S S, and for Supplying th« T»H»» 




